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NEWS YOU CAN USE FROM SESI SCHOOLS:

Motivating ‘Special-Needs’ Students to Learn
By Michael Kaufman, Ph.d

What do Hurricane Katrina, iPads, Shakespeare, and the lyrics of rapper Tupac Shakur have in common? Well, they are each powerful tools to keep students engaged in the classroom and make them eager to learn.

Blackboards, textbooks and pop quizzes just aren’t enough anymore and they haven’t been for some time. Keeping our children engaged in their education is an age-old challenge for every teacher in any classroom.

That challenge is compounded when the youngsters are “special needs” students with learning disabilities, attention deficits, behavioral and emotional problems, or have physical and developmental disabilities like autism or Asperger's syndrome.

Special needs students present more challenges for educators and parents, but these students can learn and can succeed. Special needs students require more teacher time and patience; more praise and enthusiastic encouragement, and more creative classroom instruction tailored to their ability levels.

We see this firsthand at the each of the 44 schools that Specialized Education Services, Inc. (SESI) operates in 11 states, including The High Road School of Bloomington in Normal. Each day, teachers at SESI Schools are making great strides to educate thousands of special needs and at-risk students.

Our success is due in large measure to our staff’s tremendous effort to make classroom lessons more enjoyable and to inspire their students. Some of our innovative strategies can be adapted for use in your local schools.
In SESI’s middle school and high school classrooms, reading and language arts come to life for our special needs students through a variety of creative techniques.  For example: 
· Students use Word Press, Facebook and YouTube to create “virtual book reports” based on the lyrics of rappers like Tupac Shakur (2Pac), the biography of rapper DMX and various sports magazines.

· They turn passages from Shakespearian plays like Hamlet and Othello, and scripts from musicals like West Side Story into dramatic classroom readings.

· Students practice grammar by interpreting and rewriting Rap, Hip-Hop and Pop lyrics into short essays.

In SESI’s math classes:

· Students use events like Hurricane Katrina – instead of traditional word problems – to calculate the amount of new housing needed for victims or to determine the amount of fuel and cost to fly AIDS supplies to an African village.

· NASA space missions provide students with a real-world method to learn and practice formulas for calculating distance, rate and speed.

· Virtual games like “FarmVille” and “Civilization” give our students opportunities to work in teams as they study and apply the math concepts used in the design of communities.

· Students practice math skills using iPad “apps” that offer virtual game rewards for learning addition, subtraction, multiplication and division. Similarly, in our science classes, students use iPads as a “virtual lab” with touch-screen interaction to perform plant and animal dissections.
Many of these lessons are designed around “real world” events from today’s news, sports, entertainment and the arts to make them more relevant to our special needs students, who often have difficulty comprehending abstract concepts. 
Some lessons call for physically activity in the classroom so students can release a little pent-up energy. Other lessons are designed to encourage reflection, communication and teamwork. And, because lengthy projects can frustrate special needs students, activities are designed to be shorter and more concise, whenever possible.
Teachers should also make the best use of today’s latest technologies to stimulate student-involvement. Youngsters are accustomed to getting information instantly and children with special needs are no exception. 
So, at SESI Schools, we integrate the latest technology into our classrooms. Interactive whiteboards, tablet computers with the latest educational “apps,” and software for our desktop and laptop computers offer valuable and enjoyable ways for teachers to reinforce classroom instruction in every subject. Besides these traditional classroom uses, SESI students can even earn “real world” certifications in Mac, PC and A++ software applications.

At SESI Schools, we have found the most useful classroom activities are ones that actively engaged special needs students in learning. These kinds of activities motivate students to participate in class. As a result, they are more likely to comprehend and retain what is being taught.

Developing engaging instructional activities takes more time, forethought and creativity, but the benefits to special needs students are worth the effort.
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